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EIGHTH GRADE STUDENTS
APPRAISE THEIR SCIENCE TEXT
by Shirley Lavigne

Purpose

This brief study in the content
· area of the science text commonly
used in the parochial schools of
the Archdiocese of Detroit was
undertaken in the belief that one
who can read and does not may
well be worse off than one who
can not but wants to. The former
must first overcome his feelings
of discomfort, disinterest or inadequacy which have been associated with his experience in
reading. Concern is felt over why
these students do not read their
science text whether it be because
it is too difficult, too inane or too
unrelated to personal experiences
of the students or tragically could
it be because there is a carry
over of the often repeated threatening situation of earlier years
when the student felt that he
never could do as well as the
teacher expected?
Faced with very poor performance in all areas of approaching science (tests, demonstrations
and reading the text, for example)
and aware of the fact that the
text was. being read only under
duress, it did not seem reasonable to continue such non-response, but rather it appeared
imperative that drastic measures
should be taken to remedy the
situation.
The student analysis of his
own problem and of the text was
undertaken with the commitment that one can attempt to
correct only that which he recognizes as being in need of correction and the writer is further
-

committed to the conviction that
children, especially those who are
eighth grade students are frus. trated unduly by not being permitted or asked to explore their
learning problems. Further, it
was undertaken in the firm belief
that such searching could result in
some improvement in the eighth
grade response to the content of
Modem Science 2?
Hypotheses
1. Eighth grade students are

able to discern that their text presen ts learning and reading problems though their reasoning may
not adhere strictly to the headings set forth by Smith and
Dechant. 6 Content and format
may be too closely interrelated
to be treated separately by the
student.
2. Eighth grade students are
capable of working. around the
difficulties presented by the text
content and format only if they
first analyze and verbalize their
understanding of their problems
with the text.
3. Over a nine week period
some improvement may be noticed in the two groups that set
out to explore their problem
while there will be no noticeable
change in the control group.
Procedure

Since material and time would
of necessity be taken from the
school day, the writer decided on
the following approach to the
many faceted problem of slow
30 -
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and low response to the cont.ent
of the science t.ext Modern
Science 2!
'

}

from 13 years to 14 years 1
month. The boys and girls were
evenly divided in each room. The
California Achievement Tests
placed the reading abilities from
6.6 ( 3 students) to 8.0 - 8.6
(17 students) to 9.7 - 11.4
(20 students) in each room.
Homogeneous grouping was flexible in each of the three rooms
to meet specific interests and
study needs and children could
be in one group only briefly.
Learning aids beyond the text
were extremely limited as the
only laboratory materials are
those provided by the students
or teacher and were often more
makeshift than creative. Visual
aids consisted of up-to-date
(1967) pull down charts illustrating all of the important
aspects of the science program
one through eight. These charts
were new but otherwise of little
value since they could be seen by
only the first two students in
each row. Film strips were available but were too juvenile for
adaptation to the eighth grade
use.
All children came from homes
in the upper middle class economically, with all parents being
eighth grade graduates, 60% being
high school graduates, only 1 %
being college graduates. All children engaged in some form of
extra-curricular activity, had TV
and radio at home and had traveled at least around the state.
Background
Our concern was with the
content of the presently used
text since it represented the
child's principal learning resource.
That the science content presented its own unique com-

Children were asked to evaluat.e
their acceptance or non-acceptance of the text in the hope
that this analysis would spark
greater effort. They. were invited
to attempt to explore the content
of the first three chapters which
constitute approximately nine
weeks study (1) to search out
totally new ideas, ( 2) to designate
totally new vocabtilary, ( 3) to
include the physical plan of the
book if one found that troublesome, (4) to attempt to answer
questions relating to whether
failure seemed a constant threat,
( 5) to determine whether each
student felt that with minor
changes or supplementations, the
text could become more readable,
(6) to ascertain by trial which
method of reading the text suited
the greatest number - a. oral
reading and demonstrations during class time, b. reading passages
aloud in answer to specific questions and demonstrations, c. totally silent reading away from
class with lectures and demonstrations in class.
The t~xt was the sole text
available to three classes of eighth
grade students, thirty students to
each class. Each class was heterogeneously grouped according
to high, medium and low-medium
IQ, The California Test of Mental
Maturity being the testing medium. Each room contained
twen~y in the high IQ the range
being from 110 - 144; seventeen
in the normal IQ the range being
from 93 -109; and three in the
low medium ranging from 86 90. The students' ages ranged
-
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position is recognized as is indicated by the Bonds (p. 253 - 254) 2
''Each of the vanous fields of
human experience has developed
its own unique way of recording
its organized content. It was necessary for each field of human
experience to develop a way of
writing that was compatible with
the ideas it handled. Also it was
necessary for each field to develop
its own specialized vocabulary
to describe its phenomena. For.
example, "photosynthesis" identifies in one word the process
whereby plants manufacture
foods by means of the energy of
the sun. It takes several pages to
elucidate this process but the
person to whoni it has been explained requires only the word
'photosynthesis' to communicate
the phenomenom (pp. 253 54)?"
" . . . much of the work in
science consists in performing experiments. To perform an experiment the individual reads
about other experiments and
their results, the step by step
sequence in the experiment itself
and he reads and reflects to
generalize from the results. Often
in science the diagrammatic,
tabular and pictorial material
must be read carefully and with
thorough understanding if the
content is to be mastered (pp.
255 - 56)?"
Much of the content is difficult if the vocabulary is beyond
the child or if it is explained inconsistently in various places in
the text or in terms to which the
child can not easily relate his
ownexperience. According to the
Bonds
"It is essential for the teacher
-

at any level to anticipate vocabulary difficulties and to aid
the child in building the understanding necessary for an effective use of the terminology. Frequently it is believed that material will be understood with
clarity just because it is stated
in exact terms. It should be
remembered that the word conveys exactness only to the extent that it has full and precise
meaning to the reader. Moreover,
whenever the author •of the material is aware that a new word is
one the reader is unlikely to
_k now, it is his responsibility to
define the word in the content
of the print. In no other place is
the relationship between first
hand experience and reading so
important as it is in science
(pp. 265 - 66)?"
It is recognized by anyone
teaching in any field that one
can not approach all reading
with the goal of speed in mind.
This is especially true in reading
science materials. Russell reminds
us
"Daily activities (science wise)
may include a study of new
science words but must go beyond word study to larger bodies
of organized information as in a
chapter or a newspaper account
of a current discovery (p. 23?)~
"A number of research studies
have shown that in reading
science materials children must
go beyond their basic reading
habits learning to do exact detailed reading with little emphasis on speed (p. 345 )~
The days of rote learning of a
mass of facts, not revealing their
inter-relationships, is past and
many teachers and scientists main32 -

for improvement. There was much
effort put into this questionnaire
by the children. They seemed
dedicated to being thorough, and
each one wanted his own views
presented. There was no evidence
of exchanging ideas.
This is reviewed on the Summary of the Questionnaire Submitted to 8th Grade Students.

tain that science activities in the

...

elementary school should stress
appreciation of science and understanding of the scientific method
even at some sacrifice of the
factual content. Accordingly
science books must be read not
as accumulations of facts and
principles but as examples of the
scientific method of solving problems. Jenkins states in his essay
Reading for Personal Development: "The reader is helped to
solve some of his personal problems through reading. Insight into
himself is the first consideration
for only if he comes to understand his own uniqueness will he
be able to understand others."
Reading science carries him, it is
· hoped, greatly beyond himself
and into his environment.
That inquiry is basic to the
study of science is not disputed.
However, this same inquiry is
native to the mind and fundamental to reading. As Stauffer7
relates, "The person reading
needs to know how to deal with
concepts that are readily assimilated and with discrepant events
that require accomodation as well
as assimilation." Nowhere is
this more true than in the
content of science as presented
in textbook fashion. Further
Stauffer 7 states, "The reader deals
with the data provided, abstracts
relationships, tries out hypotheses
and adjusts his conceptual models
by the causality observed and
by the operations used.''

Conclusions and Recommendations
It is the task of the writer to
continue the use of this science ·
text but. with adaptations suggested by the students in their
appraisals.
The students were prompted
to more careful work through
their evaluation as is attested to
by the fact that the two classes
responding to the questions have
the following averages at the end
of the first quarter: 14 A's, 21
B's, 23 C's and 2 D's. Whereas
the control group has 1 A, 3 B's,
16 C's, 8 D's, 2 U's, indicating
that student appraisal of a problem may partly solve the problem.
On the basis of the success of
this investigation, revealing as it
does the impact on learning following student involvement, the
writer is more than ever convinced that to recognize a problem is half the battle.
Summary of Questionnaire:
1. Your text name - Modern
Science 2.
2. Copyright date - 1954.
3. Authors - Sam S. Blanc,
Abraham S. Fischler, Olcott
Gardner.
4. Publisher - Holt, Rinehart

Results
The summarization of the questionaire bears out that the children can discern what troubles
them and can advance suggestions
33

and Winston, Inc., New
York.
5. Do you consider this book
difficult to read? Why or
why not? ·
a. Pictures do not appear
on the pages they illustrate.
b. In the introduction it
says that this book is
planned for easy reading and stµdy because
important ideas are in
dark print, italics or
parentheses. This is
over done as it breaks
up our thinking too
much.
c. Some pages are so cut
up with dark print,
parentheses, italics, pictures and · demonstrations that they break
up our thinking.
d. Strange, new words are
not explained so they
make sense to us.
e. Student activities and
demonstrations are
written up in the introduction as / being
non-essential to understanding this book.
That's great for us
since we don't have
lab equipment but why
do they weave the activity into the reading?
f. New words are not defined the same in the
text, and in the glossary. "Words to remember" at the end
of each chapter do not_
have meanings with
them.

6. Do you like to read your
text books? .1. Alone, silently. 2. In class in ~ to
answer specific questions.
3. Oral reading in class followed by silent reading. 1.
Five of each class - all
honor students selected this.
2. Sixteen in one class,
fifteen in 2nd class selected
this. 3. Nine in one class,
ten in 2nd class selected
this.
7. Are you afraid to be wrong
when you read? Yes - 90%.
No - 5%. Don't know ,5%.
8. Do you find it hard to
to follow directions carefully? Yes - 80%. No - 5%.
Don't know - 15%.
9. Do you think this text book
is - 1. Easy to read - 5%.
2. Hard to read - 95%.
3. Just right -0.
10. Do you think the authors
could use more examples
you know about to illustrate
a new word? Yes -100%. 11. We discussed inert gases.
Did you like the authors illustration p. 47? Yes 40%.
No 60%. These students represented by the 60% attached display p. 12 from
their Science World. Some
said "We ride bikes so we
know about tires".
12. We discussed the fact that
some forms of matter are
better conductors of heat
than others. Did you like
the author's illustration p.
41? Yes 60%. No 40%. These
students wrote in "why not
tell us why we have to
(Continued on page 36)

-
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excellent. It includes many valuable suggestions for interpreting
and comparing scores, for remedial work in a group and individual basis. It includes several
case studies of individual and
classes and discusses at some
length the order of difficulty of
various skills and suggestions for
teaching each.
The norms of the SDRT are
exprtssed as stanines. A grade
, score may also be derived for the
subtest in comprehension. The
test could be criticized for not
having extensive enough tables to
allow for upper stanines on some
of the subtest. However, as the
manual explicitly states, the purpose to ·the SDRT is to ascertain
weaknesses, not strengths, Attention, therefore, is · correctly
focused on the lower stanine
scores.
The authors could also be criticized for advocating the use of
these tests with subjects for whom
tltey have not been standardized.
They propose that a high school
student who reads below fourth
grade level be given level II.
Stanines for each subtest are
derived from tables of the grade
level the student achieves in the
com·p rehension section. Thus the
information does not relate the
student to his actual peers, but

rather offers a profile of his nwn
abilities at his general level of
reading achievement. This seems
far superior to giving this student
a test standardized i at his age and
grade level that he cannot read!
The greatest critieism of the
SDRT is in the manual's statistical information. it is very
confusing and although full of
interesting comparisons to the
Stanford Achievement Test:
Reading Tests, and correlations
among subtests and alternate
forms, it fails to state clearly its
actual validity or reliability. Also,
no information was given concerning the location or composition of the sample group.
However, item analysis, cons tr u c ti on, and standardization
procedures are discussed in the
manual and appear sound, in
spite of some omissions. Also
the best of this test seems to be
to discover the relative prQfile
of a student's own abilities, not
to compare him to national
norms.
Therefore, keeping this in
mind, an examiner can rpake
excellent diagnostic use of the
SDRT.

(Mrs. Dilly is a Reading Teacher
-at Ferndale High School.)

EIGHTH GRADE STUDENTS APPRAISE THEIR SCIENCE TEXT
,continued trom page 34)

raise the oven temperature
if we use a glass baking
dish like our teacher showed
us. We bake. We don't heat
tacks sunk in melted wax

very often, but we do bake."
(Mrs. Lavigne is presently a Reading Teacher in the Farmington
Public Schools.)
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